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5b: A Christian Perspective


Teacher Resource Sheet 3 

The Christian Doctrine of God - Existence and Nature

Christians have traditionally based their beliefs about God on both the Bible and the use of reason. This has been accomplished over centuries and is embedded in the thought forms, concepts and languages available to the people in their historical context. It is possible to gain information about the Christian doctrine of God by collecting together what the entire Bible (the Old and New Testaments) reveal and then putting it in a systematic form (systematic theology). The danger here is to overlook the fact that the Bible is a composite book written over a long period of time and can ignore developments in our understanding of the Bible over the centuries. Also any attempt to produce a systematic theology will, to some extent, rely on the thought forms and conventions of language of the day. 

Throughout history attempts have been made to prove the existence of God, but most people agree that none of the proofs is totally convincing. These proofs, with the exception of the design argument, lie beyond the scope of this topic. The Bible does not seek to prove the existence of God. It takes God's existence as a starting point. The following points from the Bible are relevant to this topic (quotations are taken from the New International Version (NIV)):

(1)
Only God is eternal. The universe and everything  in it, including heavenly beings like angels, God created in time or as Augustine would say of the cosmos "with time", which might be closer to the Biblical understanding of everything being a creation of God, even the space-time fabric of the universe." You alone are LORD. You made the heavens, even the highest heavens, and all their starry host, the earth and all that is on it, the seas and all that is in them. You give life to everything, and the multitudes of heaven worship you." (Nehemiah 9:6) God is transcendent (above and beyond his creation) but is also immanent (personally involved with the creation). In Christ, God holds all things together (Colossians1:17) and continually upholds the universe by his word of power (Hebrews 1:3)

(2)
It is often said that God created the universe 'out of nothing' (ex nihilo) but the Bible only states that the universe was "formed at God's command, so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible." (Hebrews 11:3) The emphasis is on what God says, and this is a Biblical way of talking about how God brings things about. When God speaks, life comes into being. (Genesis1; Psalms 33:6,9) In creating both animals and humans, God used what he had already created. Interestingly both animals (Genesis.2.19) and man (Genesis.2.7) are made from the same material, the dust of the ground. (In Hebrew there is a word play - Adam  and  adamah.) The development of the ex nihilo doctrine was in order to safeguard the ontological independence and priority of God.

(3)
The Bible says that God is everlasting. "Before the mountains were brought forth, or ever you had formed the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God." (Psalms.90.2) God is the alpha and omega, the beginning and end (Revelation 1:8) and the eternally present one (Cf. The Hebrew covenant name for God  (Yahweh - I AM -  Exodus 3:14; John 8:58). God exists outside of time, because time was created with the universe and he sees all times equally vividly. God is timeless (not subject to the constraints of being in 'our' time) and everlasting - "For a thousand years in your sight are but as yesterday when it is past, or as a watch in the night." (Psalms.90.4). Although outside of the time that he created, God can see events in time and act in time. To say that God is not subject to the constraints of the time that he created is not to say that he is literally timeless in the sense of being static. Some theologians, notably Aquinas, seem to talk as if the heavenly experience of God is not dynamic, perhaps missing the analogical nature of 'our' time and 'God's' time.

(4)
God did not need to create the universe or mankind. It was an act of grace. He is totally self-sufficient and has always had a perfect relationship within his triune nature. The universe was created to demonstrate God's glory. "The heavens are telling the glory of God." (Psalms 19:1) The universe was created as "very good" (Genesis 1:31) and God is worthy of praise for his creation. "You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honour and power, for you have created all things and by your will they existed and were created." (Revelation 4:11) 

(5)
God continually creates, upholds and maintains the universe. "The Son (Jesus) is the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word." (Hebrews 1:3) See also John 5:17. (Jesus said, "My Father is always at his work to this very day.")

Christians have sought to relate what they believe about God and what scientists have discovered through Natural Theology. Natural Theology is a term used to describe the attempt to prove the existence of a creator God through the examination of the natural world. It had its origin with the Greeks who argued for the existence of god(s), not only from morality and on logical grounds, but more specifically from the existence of apparent design and purpose in the world of nature. Boyle regarded it as a duty to seek God in nature and left money in his will (1691) to establish a series of lectures 'proving Christian religion against notorious infidels.' The Boyle Lectures were enormously successful as were the later Bridgewater Treatises, which were established for the same purpose and written in the 1830's.

One of the most famous exponents of Natural Theology was William Paley, whose book Natural Theology, published in 1802, made a great impact on Charles Darwin, who recalled how he was "…charmed and convinced by the long line of argumentation." According to his biographers Moore and Desmond, Darwin read it as a teenager and had to answer questions on it for his divinity degree at Cambridge. Darwin later came to acknowledge that, "The old argument from design in nature, as given by Paley, which formerly seemed to me conclusive, fails, now that the law of Natural Selection has been discovered." (A detailed examination of Darwin's Theory of Evolution and Darwin's own religious views are presented in Topic 4 (c), 'Evolution and Creation')

One of the most trenchant critics of Natural Theology was the sceptical 18th century philosopher David Hume. He argued that given infinite time anything could happen and therefore there is no real evidence for a designer. Along with other arguments against the so-called design argument in his Dialogue Concerning Natural Religion (1799) he also pointed out that in addition of beauty and apparent design, there is also apparent purposelessness and cruelty in nature, which did not point to a good creator. This is an issue that was to trouble Darwin. The death of his favourite daughter Annie in 1851 was perhaps the final death knell to any belief that he retained in a Christian understanding of God. As James Moore and Adrian Desmond put it, "Annie's cruel death destroyed Charles’ tatters of belief in a moral, just universe." (p 387 of Darwin, London, Michael Joseph, 1991.)

Natural Theology has made a comeback in some attempts to understand the implications of quantum mechanics in modern physics and man's role as an observer. Also cosmologists have been at pains to point out the need of an incredible amount of 'fine tuning' for the Big Bang to have occurred and for the universe to have evolved in the way it has. The laws of the universe are intelligible in terms of complex mathematics, which led Sir James Jeans to say that God is a mathematician. Sir Roger Penrose  wrote, "I cannot help feeling, that with mathematics, the case for believing in some kind of ethereal, eternal existence…is a great deal stronger…It is (as if) human thought is being guided towards some eternal external truth - a truth that has a reality of its own" Professor Paul Davies, who quotes Penrose, himself says, "The hypothesis of God provides a simplifying and unifying description of the reality that improves on the 'package' acceptance of a list of initial conditions. The laws of physics can only take us so far." and  "I cannot believe that our existence in this universe is a mere quirk of fate…Our involvement is too intimate…Through conscious beings the universe has generated self-awareness. This can be no trivial detail, no minor product of mindless, purposeless forces. We are truly meant to be here." (The Mind of God, London. Simon and Schuster,1992, pp. 142, 189, 232)   

How can we understand the Christian concept of God in the light of modern science? Various attempts have been made.

Deism: God role is limited to bringing the universe into being and He lets it run its own course. This limits God's power but explains the existence of suffering and apparent waste on the possibly imperfect nature of the material out of which the universe was constructed and to the misuse of human freedom. Such a view echoes that of Plato whose God was a Demiurge (Greek for craftsman), who wanted to make an absolutely good world but could not because of the chaotic nature of the raw material he worked with. It also is reflected in the 'watchmaker' God of Isaac Newton and William Paley and, in modern times, is found in the work of Maurice Wiles. It fails to do justice to the Christian view of God as all-powerful and all-good, and in the case of those who believe in the pre-existence of imperfect material, rather than the creation of matter ex nihilo, makes God less than the ultimate sole eternal being of theism. 

Panentheism: Panentheism sees the world as resembling God's body and attempts to incorporate divine immanence into the universe without sacrificing divine transcendence. God is not an impassive being, but is affected by the world and its sufferings and responds to it by evolving with the universe. This resembles the ancient pagan idea of the universe as an 'organism' and is difficult to envisage. What was God like before the Big Bang and at the beginning of the universe when it was a 'quark soup'? Critics argue that the universe is too subtle to fit into this model and it does not do justice to the Christian view of God as the absolute creator who is not identifiable with the universe he has created. Pantheism goes further and completely identifies God with the universe.

God as Creator of an Uncertain Universe: This takes into account the basic uncertainty that exists at the quantum level as well as the deterministic laws of nature at the macro-level as well as the data that determine the Chaos Theory. Sir John Polkinghorne has pointed out that in chaos theory the outcome can only be predicted if all the initial conditions can be known with absolute precision. Also he argues that uncertainty at the quantum level allows God both to determine what will occur, but also allows for human freedom. This view has the possible advantage of allowing the subtle interaction between God's freedom, personal freedom and the freedom inherent within the universe itself without sacrificing any of the classical Christian beliefs about God. Also, on this view, determinism is ruled out because the future is genuinely open and God's activity in the world is real, but hidden.  Not all scientifically literate Christian thinkers would agree with Polkinghorne on this issue.

Aims of the Topic

To enable the student to answer the following questions.

· What does Christianity teach about the nature of God?

· How do Christians relate what they believe about God to science?

· What is Natural Theology?

· How has Natural Theology developed throughout history and why has it made a comeback?

· What other ways have scientists sought to understand the concept of God in the light of modern science? 

Learning Objectives/Outcomes

At the end of this topic most students will have

· An understanding of the Christian teaching about God.

· An understanding of the concepts of transcendence, immanence, and eternal as they are applied to the concept of God.

· An understanding of the Christian doctrine of creation. This will include the belief that God created the world as an act of grace, that it may have been created out of nothing and that God continually created and upholds the universe.

· An understanding of natural theology, especially the work of William Paley.

· The ability to distinguish different ideas about God and his relationship to the world e.g. theism, deism and panentheism.

Some will not have progressed as far but will have 

· A basic understanding of the Christian concept of God, which will include the concepts of eternity, transcendence and immanence.

· Some idea of the Christian doctrine of creation, which will include the idea of creation out of nothing and of God's upholding the universe.

· A basic understanding of natural theology and how this sought to argue for God's existence from the created world.

Others will have progressed further and will have

· A more detailed knowledge of the Christian doctrines of God and of creation and be able to interact with theologians who have put forward different ideas about God.

· The ability to relate Christian ideas about God and creation to the scientific discussions within cosmology and mathematics, such as the 'fine tuning' argument as it relates to the origin of the universe.
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